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Overview

Online Help isa very important part of the user interface. Asaprogrammer, you
probably will not be responsible for writing the Help. However, you're likely to be
respongble for providing information that technical writerswill use to author the Help
sysem. Ddivering aqudity Help system requires sgnificant input and review from the
gpplication developer. Y ou, the devel oper, are the one who really knows how the
program works, and if you have followed a solid user interface design process, you
should have a good understanding of the user tasks that are supported by the program.

Think of Help as user assstance. When users are confused on how to complete their task
while using an interface, they need information that will answer their questions and clear
their confuson. Thisinformetion differs from other forms of online documentation in

that it isdelivered at the user's request. The content can be procedural, contextua,
tutorid, or reference. Online Help systems have gone through significant style changes
lately. No matter what the content, Help systems should be smple, efficient, and

relevant so the user can get the help they need without getting lost in the user interface.
The god of a Help system should not be to teach users about the system's capabilities and
functions, but rather to provide quick and immediate access to information about a
gpecific task, command, or message.

Today's Help systems are moving away from the old-style Help which was dmost
entirdy reference based. Old-gyle Help typicaly was displayed as anear full screen
window, and it included so much information that the user hed to force themsdvesto

reed it to find the one piece of information they were looking for. Thisisin sharp

contrast to modern task-oriented Help where the focusis on the user tasks. Thefigure
titled, Task-oriented Help, illugtrates the focus that is now placed on the user'stask. The
task-oriented style of Help has the following characteritics.

Topics are short and task-oriented. Large Help subjects are divided into smaller
tasks.

Help windows are smd| so that the user can look at the program while reading the
Help text.
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Hyperlinks are used to connect to reevant information.

Task-oriented Help
=10l x|

B Microsoft Word

Help Toapis

> -
Create a table )
1Ze infarmation and create interesting page layouts with side-by-side

columng oftext and graphics. The quickest way to create a simple table—for example, one

O\

that has the same number of rows and columns —is with the Insert Table hutton.

With the new Drawe Tahle featura, you can easily create a more complex table —far example,
one that contains cells of different heights or a vaning number of columns per row — similar
to the way you use a pen to draw a tahle.

You can create a new blank table and fill in the ermpty cells, of you can convert existing
paragraphs of text (separated by a character such as a tab) to a table. You can also create a
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Note d complextables, click =,

at do you want to do?

Create a simple table

Create a complextable

Convert existing text to a tahle

Insert data from a data source as atab

EEEE

table from an existing data source, such as a database or spreadsheet.

Context-sensitive hep supports the user gaining information about a particular object or
element on the screen, including controls that are in property sheets and dialog boxes. It
answers the questions of "What isthis?' or "Why would | want to useit?" Thefigure

titled, What's This? Help, indicates the ways it can be accessed.

What's This? Help

it Tools Table window | Help

4 B ‘ iy =3 @ Microsoft Word Help  F1

What's This? Toolbar

B i @ Contents and Inde::

* *

k2 what's This?  Shift+F1
Micr&®aft on the Web k
‘WoardPerfect Relp...

About Microsaft Word

ornpakibility: | File Locatiog
Save | Spelling & Grammar |

What's This? Menu

- What's This? Title bar
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Contextua Help can dso be provided for a property sheet, dialog box, or a message box
by including a Help button in the window as shown in the figure titled, Secondary
Window Help Button.
Secondary Window Help Button
| —

Cancel Fropertiez (ﬂelp

\_/

Deveopers should not write a hep systemn on their own. Use of atechnica writing staff
is highly recommended. Technicd writers have great kill in bringing words to the
online medium. Deveopers have to work with technica writersto get them to
understand how to use the application better than the typica user reading the
documentation. Asthe Help project progresses, the developer must keep the technica
writer informed of sgnificant changes to the application, and review intermediate results.

Thegod of this section of the style guide isto offer guidance on incorporating Help into
aWindows style program, and recommending specific items to check to make sure that
Help is done correctly. This document's primary focus is on Windows style applicatiors.
However, the web is having an impact on the Help interface of Windows style
goplications. This can be seen in the newer HTML Help Browser that isillugtrated in the
figuretitted HTML Style Help Browser. This Help browser, which wasincluded in
Windows 98 and Windows 2000, differs from the WinHelp browser that was included in
prior versons. While Windows 98 and Windows 2000 till include this support for
backward compatibility, HTML Help is a better choice. HTML Help uses common Web
conventions, providing afamiliar and congstent way for usersto learn to navigate
through Help information. 'Y ou can use HTML Help to support Help interfaces for both
conventional and Web-gtyle gpplications. It dso enables you to easily include locd Help
topics aswell asHTML pages on Web Sites.
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HTML Style Help Browser

E? Windows Help =10 x|
o e o o B
Hide Back Famward  Ophtionz %Web Help

Cortents |Index | gearc:hl

[]2| Introducing Yyindowes 95
[:L]] Howr to Lze Help
@ Find & topic
@ Get more out of help

LOpry 3 TOpIC
@ Prirt & topic
@ Miove through topics you
@ Get Help in a dialog box
@ Howw to Change the Help
@ Register “our Software
@ Wihat's Mew inWindows 95
@ It ¥ou're Mew to Windows S
@ Uzing Window s 98 Plus!
e Exploring Your Computer

e =ing Windoves Accessories

, Connecting to Netwu:urkis 34
4 3

@ Wiglcome to Help i

e Exploring the Internet —

To copy a Help topic

1. In the right frame of the Help window,
right-click inside the topic vou want to
copy, and then click Select all.

2. Inside the topic, right-click again, and
then click Copy.

This copies the topic to the Clipboard.

3. Openthe document where yvou want to
copy the topic.

4, Click the place in your docurment where
vou want the information to appear.

5. ©On the Edit menu, click Paste.
MNote

» If vou want to copy only part of a topic,
select the part vou want to copy, right-
click your selection, and then click
Copy.

-]

Remember that users just want to get their work done. Stay focused on two very
important gods when putting together the Help system:

1. Provide users with the steps they need to get their work done as quickly as possble

2. Maketheinformation easy for usersto find.

General Help Standards

The following Help standards are to be adopted across all CDC Windows and web based
survelllance gpplications. These slandards should lead to amore consstent and usable

interface.

] i'-_ (

Content and Index

Wheat's This?
About

Help menu will follow CDC standards and include:

CDC aurveillance gpplications will have Help menus. The Help menu will
contain, & a minimum, menu items to initiate the Help browser on content and
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index, the What's This? hdp menu item to initiate context-sengtive, and the
About screen as shown in the figure titted Help Menu Sandards.

Help Menu Standards

¢ CDC System Mame - Patient Record

File Edit Wiew | Help

Patient R Contents and Indes
What's This? Shift+F1
"PEI'SD“ MNarm Aty COC Systerm Name I
Drafis: Ina. * | act el
Ny Keep Help windows small.

Users need to be able to see the interface that they are working in while reading
the Help. Therefore, minimize the Sze of the Help window so that the user can
continue to work in the program interface while repostioning the Help window.

i8I Do not override F1 or Shift+F1.

Hep is aways accessed with F1, while context- senditive Help is dways accessed
using Shift+F1. These hot keys are a Windows standard and should not be
overridden or used for anything other than Help. For more information, see the
Navigation and Metaphor section of this style guide.

';SL[ Provide contrast between application window and the procedureal help window.

&

Standard yellow for WinHelp browser

White for HTML Help browser
In the windows environment where procedurd Help windows will lay on top of
gpplication windows, it isimportant to provide contrasting color between the Help
procedure and the application. Help windows should contain the standard yellow
background as seen in al Windows Help procedura windows that use the
WinHep browser.

n{ Support context sensitive help whenever possible

Context-sengtive or What's This? Help is the most commonly encountered form
of user assstance. Context-sengtive Help provides brief descriptions about the
purpose of a control or other object in the interface. Because thisform of on-
demand user assistance is provided throughout the interface, users come to
depend on its availahility.
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ﬂﬁ] Provide What's This? Help on all property sheets and dialog boxes.

Property sheets and dia og boxes are not described with Help topic windows,
rather they are described with mouse-driven context- sendtive Help using the
What's This? Command as shown in the figure titled Property Sheet Help.

Property Sheet Help

i O ptions
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ﬂ Make graphics of interface elementsflat.

If you show agraphic of abutton or other interface eement in Help, make the
graphic flat as shown in the figure titted Help Graphic Example. Inthisway, it
doesn't look like a button that a user can click on. However, shortcut buttons and
related topic expanders can be beveled like a button because they result the Help
system performing some action.

Help Graphic Example

Microsoft PowerPoint -0l x|
Helplnpicsl Back l Dptions |

| want to reverse an AutoCorrect
enhtry ohe time.

After the AutoCorrect entry appears, click Undo

|"d_J , and then continue typing.

Hat graphic

LLSE[ Do not include " click OK" in the last step of a procedure.

Usahility studies show that users can complete the task without this step. Include
"dick OK" only if the user hasto dlick OK in the middle of a procedure before
continuing to the next step.

ﬂ Include topic titlesin all Help topics.

All Help topics should include a topic title that is no more than two lines shown as
illustrated in the figure titted Help Topic Title Example. Thetitle identifies the
topic and provides the user with alandmark within the Help sysem. Thetitle
should correspond to the entries included in the Help browser window.
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Help Topic Title Example

Microsoft Waord : — == Application
Helplopicsl Back I Dptions I

Split atable or insert text hefore a Hdp topic title
table

1 Tosplitatable in two, click the row that you
want to be the first row of the second takle.

To insert text befare atable, click the first
rowy 0f the tahle.

2 0Onthe Table menuy, click Split Table.
Slshow me

:Sj Include CDC system namein title bar of all Help windows.

This avoids confuson between the Help for the current gpplication and Help for
any other gpplication that may be active.

DS] Provide consistent terminology.

Aswith writing any document, usng condstent terminology is extremely

important. Make sure you go through a process of identifying by name al the
elements of the interface, user tasks, etc. Cdl them by the same name
consigtently throughout the Help procedures, conceptua topics, reference topics,
and context-sengtive topics. In addition, avoid the use of pronouns. They tend to
confuse the reader.

-‘:‘iSﬂ : - :
o Write clear and concise index entries.

Microsoft makes the following recommendations for writing index entries:

- Keywords should be lowercase unless they are proper nouns (for
example, use "files’ and "Fle menu’”).
Nouns should be plurd unless the sngular form is more correct (for
example, use "programs’ but not " Start menus’).
Verbs should be in the gerund form (for example, use "copying files™
not "copy files').
Keyword indexes should have no more than two or three levels of
indentation.
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General Help Guiddines

The following guiddines have been established within the user interface design
community and should be gpplied across CDC software and web-based survelllance
goplications usng HTML.

Apply Help index keywords to topics using the following considerations:

Novice users

Advanced users

Common synonyms

Words that describe the topic generdly
Words that describe the topic discretely

Keep Help topics short.

Procedurd topics contain information about how to complete atask. Usability
studies show that users are more likely to read aHelp topic if it isshort. In order to
keep the topics as short as possible follow these guiddines:

Congder what the user might need to accomplish, not how the
software works.

Congder the questions a user would ask when something goes wrong
and write procedures to solve asingle problem.

Don't provide alot of choices. Users don't want choices when they
open aHelp topic. They just want to get their task done. Once users
are familiar with the gpplication, they may be interested in learning
more efficient ways to work, but these techniques can be included in
"Tipsand Tricks'.

Include one procedure per topic. If procedures are related, link them
in areated topics jump.

Point users to context-senstive Help for detailed help on didog box
options. There's no need to duplicate information.

Use shortcut buttons in procedures that users will carry out only once
or infrequently as shown in the figure titted Help Procedure.

K eep topics short enough so users don't have to scroll.
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Help Procedure

B Microzoft Word ] -0 x|
Help L:upiu:si Back I Optione I
Automatically format a document as
you type

Show me

L Shortcut buttor

1 Onthe Tools menu, click AutoCorrect, snd
then click the AwtoFormat As You Type tab.

2 Select or clear the options you want.
For help an an option, click the question
mark r?—' and then click the option.

Hote To turn off automatic formatting

completely, clear all the options. For

infarmation about what to do ifWord still
makes automatic changes, click 2l

Show context to location.

Depending on the toal that you are using and whether the table of contentsis
viewable, ensure that the highlighted item in the table of contents changes
whenever the user takes a hypertext jump to another topic in help. In thisway,
the users continually see the topic that they are consulting in the context of the
table of contents.

Provide a home base with a quick return.

The home base is the user's entry point into the help system. It usualy isthe Help
Topicswindow. Users should be able to return to that point from any other point
in the help system. Providing a home button or menu button is an escapeif a user
is unable to retrace their steps or ashortcut if they are finished with the path they
have been travding.

Keep procedural Help window on top and to the right.

Procedural windows should gppear on the right side of the screenin asmall
window. The size and position makeit easy for usersto carry out their tasksin
the gpplication while the Help topic is visble on the screen.

Don't state the obvious.

If the interface clearly shows what a particular item does, do not repeet this
information in a procedure.

10
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I nclude Related Topics only when atopic is closely related or isrequired for
completing a task.

The Related Topics feature provides a key feature for awell-designed Help
system. Y ou should include entries for the most basic and useful information on
the Contents page, then make less frequently used procedures and concepts
available only through Related Topics. Define these topics to cover more in-
depth information about a subject.

Use Wizardsin Help with caution and for complex, low frequency tasks.

Wizards to provide help to the user are not well suited to teaching a user how to
do something. Although wizards help the user accomplish atask, they are
designed to hide many of the steps and much of the complexity of agiven task.
Use awizard to supplement rather than replace the user's direct ability to perform
aspecifictask. Do not rely on wizards as a solution for ineffective designs. If
your users mugt rely too much on wizards, your application's interface might be
overly complicated. See The Windows User Experience Book in the MSDN
Online library for more information on designing wizards.

Always include information to tell user whereto turn for more Help.

If Help cannot answer a question, direct the user to someone or something that
can. Provide cross references to other online documents, recommend related
paper documents, and give phone numbers of customer support and help desks.
This can be seen below in the figure titled Getting More Help, where Microsoft
has an extensive section on where the user can turn for Help on Microsoft Word.

11
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Getting More Help

Help Topics: Microsoft Word 2=l

Contents | Index | Find |

Click a topiz, and then click Dizgplay. Or click another tab, such az Indesx.

ml Getting Help

YW ays to get assistance while pou work,

L]

Change the font zize in a Help topic

Frint a Help topic

Get Help for YWizual B agic in 'word

Fegizter Microzaft Office or Word

et information about pour program and computer

Connect to Microsoft technical resources

How to obtain the Microzoft Office 97 Resource Kit

Haw ta abtain the Microsaft Qffice 9750zual B asic Programmer's [
Send product suggestions

| can't uze the commandz on Microzoft on the Web [Help menu)

EEEEEEEEEEEE

Techhical zuppart

@ Word Readme S
"~ | ﬂJ

Dizplay I Frirt... | Cancel |

HTML Specific Hep Standards

The following sandards are to be adopted across all CDC web-based gpplications using
HTML. These standards are intended to lead to a more consstent and usable interface.

2& Include Help in all CDC web-based applications and provide access to Help from
~ the navbar.

Just because an application resides on the Web, doesn't mean it doesn't need good
online Help. Jugt like Windows applications, users will have questions about how
to perform tasks or how to solve problems. Even though there isn't a standard
Help browser for the Web, dl CDC surveillance application pages need to have
access to Help from amenu or navbar as shown in the figure titied Help on the
Web and should follow the guidelines above whenever possible. Until thereisa
standard Help browser for Web applications, the Help interface will vary
somewhat. For example, supplying context-sengtive Hdp inan HTML
application is somewhat difficult; therefore, developers may chose not to include
this feeture. However, asin Windows, strive for providing the user with the steps
they need to get their work done as quickly as possible, and make the information
easy for the user to find.

12
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Help on the Web

Section Header Main Mavigation
|

Logo Placement = ‘ D' -HIV H Lo National  Inbernational
Crabrd hw [Heram Lol - e T | A R i -

Content Title ——

Text and Graphics —

Related
Information —
Links

Gutter —

Alternate Mavigation

13
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Recommended Readings

Horton, William. Designing & Writing Online Documentation, John Wiley & Sons, 1990
Chapter 10 - Help Fecilities

McKay, Everett N. Developing User Interfaces for Microsoft Windows Microsoft Press,
1999
Chapter 32 - Check Your Help System and Documentation

Windows 95 Help Authoring Kit. Microsoft Press, 1995
All chapters
Appendix A - Windows 95 Help Style Guiddines

The Windows Interface Guidelines for Software Design. Microsoft Press, 1995
Chapter 12 - User Assistance

The Windows User Experience. Microsoft Press, 1999
Chapter 13 - User Assistance

Helpful Web Sites

The Microsoft Developers Network Online Library of Books, specificdly the online
verson of The Windows I nterface Guidelines for Software Design now known as The
Windows User Experience.

http://msdn.microsoft.comvisapi/msdnlib.idctheURL =/library/books'winguide/ PLATFR
M2/D5/S115B5.HTM

Article on Ddliverying documentation via the Internet
http://stc.org/region2/phi/meetings/mest0299.html
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